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Empathy Activators: Strategies for Developing Empathy in Service-
Learning Students
Abstract
This poster presentation explores the link between service-learning and the development of student empathy.
It will share the initial research results of a pilot study on student empathy, service-learning, and key
ingredients for cultivating empathy. It also offers instructors concrete ideas for teaching tools that activate
student empathy.
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Strategies for Developing Empathy in Service-Learning Students




















































































What is empathy and why
































indepe ntly by  wo doct ral s udents for empathy
changes, critical incidents, and themes.
  1) Empathy Self­Assessment: Students asked to read article
by Wilson (2011), determine current level of empathy (shock,
normalization, engagement) and write 4­page paper. Reassessed
at end of semester.    
 2) Empathy Reflections: Added “Empathy what?” section to the
well­known “What? So what? Now what?” heuristic of service­
learning reflective writing (Driscoll, 2007).
Factors that promote growth:
get to know individuals over time, hands
on experiences, gain confidence in work
at site
Barriers to growth:
focus on sympathy not empathy, hard to
understand perspective of other person
Across all students, 65.3% of
reflections described an
increase in empathy.
